RAMOHANDKA N. DANDEKAR 


The Two Births of Vasistha 

A Fresh Study of Rgveda VII. 33. 9—14 1 

Guntertacaryasamsmrtyai vasisthasye ’ha janmanoh / 
karoti nutanam vyakhyam ramo vasisthagotrjah // 

It is suggested that every regular family-book (rnandala) of the Rgveda contains 
what may be called a family-hymn, the main purpose of which is to glorify the 
progenitor of the family and to celebrate some special attainments and characteristic 
exploits of that family as a whole. Such family-hymns usually occur at the end of 
the group of hymns relating to Indra, for, it is believed that the peculiar distinction 
achieved by the family is essentially the result of Indra’s benign favour. The thirty- 
third hymn in the seventh rnandala of the Rgveda has, accordingly, to be regarded 
as the family-hymn of the Vasisthas, who are traditionally recognised as the authors 
of that rnandala 2 . 

The Anukramani of Katyayana characterises RV VII. 33 as a samstava, which 
term is explained by the commentator Sadgurusisya as sahastuti. In other words, 
according to Katyayana, the hymn contains mutual laudation by Vasistha, the 
progenitor of the family, and his descendants. As the commentator has elaborated, 
in the first nine stanzas, Vasistha praises his descendants, while, in the last five, 
the descendants praise their great ancestor 3 . According to Saunaka’s Brhaddevatd 
(V. 163 ff.), the hymn is a dialogue-hymn — the Sarvdnukramani also alternatively 
suggests: vasisthasya saputrasye ’ndrena vd samvddah — or it is merely an Indra- 
sukta, a hymn in praise of Indra. Both these views, however, seem to be unaccep¬ 
table. 

Actually the present hymn is a kind of ballad which seeks to glorify Maitravaruni 
Vasistha, the progenitor of the Vasistha family, and shows many of the charac¬ 
teristics of a ballad. For instance, like a ballad, it is made up partly of direct speech, 
whereby either the bard himself assumes the roles of the different characters in the 
story and speaks out their speeches (1 and 4: of Indra; 14: of Agastya) or he rhe¬ 
torically addresses the person who is being glorified, namely, Maitravaruni Vasistha 


1 For facility of reference, these stanzas have been reproduced at the end of this paper. 

2 Katyayana’s Sarvdnukramani says: saptamam mandalam vasistho ’pasyat. This is 
confirmed by Sayana and Sadgurusisya. Also cf. Arsdnukramani: agniiii nara iti tv etat 
saptamam mandalam prati / rsir vasistho vijneyo mitravarunayoh sutah // It may be added 
that agnim narah are the initial words of the first hymn of the seventh book. Apart 
from this scholiastic evidence, attention may be drawn to the facts that a majority of 
the hymns in this book end with the typical refrain of the Vasisthas (yuyarh pata svasti- 
bhih sadd nah), that the name Vasistha (whether in singular or in plural) occurs, in this 
rnandala , as many as 43 times, and that the imprint of Vasistha’s personality, style, and 
ideology is quite unmistakable in many of the passages in this rnandala. 

3 Geldner (Der Rig-Veda, Part II, p. 211) adds: A Vasistha as the spokesman of 
the whole family proclaims, in the presence of his ancestor, the latter’s glory and in¬ 
directly that of his descendants. Indra joins in this glorification and supplements 
(st. 1, 4), as it were, the narration by that Vasistha. 
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(as in 10 and 11), and partly of narration in the third person. The hymn is further 
characterised by such features as repetition (e. g. beginnings of the first three quar¬ 
ters of 3; 9 cd and 12 cd), ellipsis (9, 10, 14), absence of proper sequence of stanzas, 
impromptu addition (12 b), and parenthesis (12 a), which are common to oral 
poetry like ballad 4 * 6 . That the central theme of this hymn is the glorification of 
Vasistha is skilfully brought out by the poet by deliberately introducing the word 
vasistha, whether in singular or in plural and in different cases, in all its stanzas J . 
In this connection, it may be pointed out that, even where the word occurs in plural, 
it can be understood as referring to the progenitor of the family himself, the plural 
having been used as a token of respect (adararthe) 8 . 

This family-hymn of the Vasisthas can be divided into three clear-cut sections: 
( a ) 1—6: Vasistha personally called upon Indra (st. 1: abhi pra manduh; the 
Gopatha-Brdhmana 2. 2. 13 also says that Vasistha was the only seer who had 
personally seen Indra: rsayo va indram pratyalcsam nd ’pasyariis tarn vasistha eva 
pratyaksam apasyat) and won him over to his own side, that is to say, to the side 
of the Trtsus and the Bharatas (2); and, through Indra’s favour (3) and Vasistha’s 
priestcraft (4), prayers (5), and leadership (6), the Trtsu-Bharatas became victorious 
in the Dasarajna; ( b) 7—8: Vasistha was a master of mystic knowledge and inimi¬ 
table priestly prowess; and (c) 9—14: the two births of Vasistha. It will be easily 
realised that the sequence of these three sections should properly have been the 
other way round: namely, first, the section dealing with Vasistha’s double birth; 
secondly, the one eulogising the special attainments of Vasistha; and, finally, the 
one celebrating the victory in the Dasarajna. 

The story of Vasistha’s birth has, obviously, to be regarded as the core and 
kernel of this whole hymn. For, it is, indeed, the peculiar character of the birth of 
Vasistha which may be said to distinguish him essentially from the other Vedic 
seers. Moreover, while the other two topics, namely, Vasistha’s priestcraft and his 
positive role in the Dasarajna, have occurred in several other passages in the seventh 
book, a more or less detailed reference to his miraculous birth is to be found only in 
the present hymn. Four things need to be clearly borne in mind before any attempt 
is made to analyse the section dealing with the birth of Vasistha (9—14). First, the 
various stages in this story have not been set forth here in their proper sequence. 
It is, therefore, necessary to rearrange many of the quarters ( pddas) of these six 
stanzas so as to make them yield a logically consistent account. Secondly, the 
word vasistha, whether used in singular or in plural in these stanzas, is invariably 
to be understood as referring to the progenitor of the family of the Vasisthas. 
Thirdly, the various features of ballad-poetry, mentioned above, particularly ellipsis 
and mixing up of third person narration and second person locution are quite con¬ 
spicuous in this part of the hymn. And lastly, this hymn evidently constitutes a 


4 Indeed, most of these features may be said to distinguish Vasistha’s style generally. 

6 This literary device, which, incidentally, is rarely met with in the Rgvedct, also con¬ 
firms the ballad-character of the hymn. 

6 The only passage where the plural vasisthah is used unequivocally to denote the 

descendants of Maitravaruni is st. 4 (of. vah pitrnam in 4 a; it is interesting to note that, 

even here, the plural pitrnam refers to the great ancestor). St. 1 seems to be contex¬ 

tually connected with VII. 18. 21 (cf. pra manduh in 33. 1 a and pra amamaduh in 

18. 21 a); and since, in the latter passage, Parasara, Satayatu, and Vasistha are men¬ 
tioned, the plural vasisthah in 33. 1 d may also be understood as referring to Vasistha 

and some of his descendants. 


kind of an appendix to the original Sariihita — among other things, it does not 
have the usual refrain — and thus contains many ideas which are reminiscent of a 
slightly later age. 

The poet begins by proclaiming (9 ab) that he ( te : used adardrthe), that is, Vasistha, 
alone (it), on account of the light of his heart (hrdayasya praketaih) or inner vision 7 , 
moves about freely in, that is to say, is quite familiar with ( abhi sarin caranti) the 
thousand-branched mystery ( sahasravalsarh ninyam) that this manifold and multi¬ 
farious phenomenal world is. The use of the present tense, in this context, is intended 
to suggest that such knowledge was natural and innate to Vasistha. Since Vasistha 
already possessed that knowledge, he did not feel either any curiosity or any entice¬ 
ment in respect of being born in this world and actually experiencing the various 
vicissitudes of the worldly life or sarhsdra. And yet, he did become inclined to take 
birth in this world, because, as the poet tells us (9 c), he wanted to weave further 
(vayantali) 8 the garment ( paridhim) which Yama had started weaving ( yamena 
tatam). Yama was, according to the Vedic mythology, the progenitor of the human 
race 9 . This idea is expressed here through the imagery of the starting of the weaving 
of a garment. Every one is obligated to see that the weaving of this garment, which 
Yama has initiated, continues uninterruptedly, lest the human race itself may 
otherwise eventually disappear from the face of the earth. It is verily this reasoning 
which underlies the concept of pitr-rna (= debt which one owes to his fathers), 
which is one of the three major debts that it is incumbent on every one to requite 10 . 
Vasistha thought of taking birth in this world not because he was in any way 
enamoured of this sarhsdra — he already had the innate knowledge of all its secrets, 
good and evil, without having had to get physically involved in it; but there was 
this obligation of ensuring the uninterrupted continuity of the human race. 

The pddas 9 ab are usually interpreted as if they referred to Vasistha’s behaviour 
after his advent in this world. Vasistha is said to have moved about fearlessly 
within the thousandfold mystery of this world 11 . This is, however, too literal and 
obviously pointless. Moreover, with such an interpretation, the words hrdayasya 
praketaih would lose all their significance. So too would the reference to the weaving 
further of the garment of the human race. This latter reference actually provides 
a definite cosmic-ethical motivation for the event of Vasistha’s birth, and un¬ 
doubtedly elevates, though perhaps indirectly, the character of Vasistha. The poet 
seems to have been particular about this point. That is why he repeats that state¬ 
ment once more in 12 cd, where, incidentally, the desiderative sense is clearly 
brought out ( vayisyan ). The deliberate use, in 9 ab, of the present tense abhi sarin 
caranti, which verb, in view of the phrase hrdayasya praketaili, is necessarily to be 
understood in a figurative sense, and of the narrative past (upa seduh) in 9 cd, 
should not be underestimated. The verse-halves, 9 ab and 9 cd, have, therefore, to 
be syntactically joined to each other with some such words as ‘and yet’ — words 
which the bard presumably did utter while singing the ballad. It was only with a 
view to fulfilling his cosmic-ethical obligation of promoting the continuity of the 


7 Cf. VII. 33. 8 a: suryasye ’va vaksatho jyotir esam. 

8 To be understood in the desiderative sense. 

9 See: Dandekab, “Yama in the Veda”, B. C. Law Volume, Part I, pp 194—209. 

10 Cf. Taittiriya-Sam. VI. 3. 10. 5: jdyamano vai brdhmanas tribhir rnavd jdyate brah- 
macaryena rsibhyo yajhena devebhyah prajayd pitrbhyah. 

11 Cf., for instance, Velankab, Bgveda Mandala VII, English Translation, p. 86. 
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human race that Vasistha, as the poet tells us (9 d), approached the celestial nymph 
(apsarasah: plural ddardrthe ) with reverence (upa seduh ) due to a mother 12 . The 
pada 12 d confirms this by stating that Vasistha was born of the celestial nymph 
(apsarasah pari jajhe vasisthah). How did this happen ? 

Once upon a time, Mitra-Varuna (Mitravarunau) were prevailed upon by means 
of salutations (13 a: isitd namobhih) to attend a long Soma-sacrificial session (sattra), 
which was being performed by Visve Devah (mentioned in 11 d). Indeed, they 
were initiated to officiate as priests ( jatau) at that sattra. There, they happened 
to see the celestial nymph UrvasI (mentioned in lib), who was also present at the 
sattra presumably to participate in the ritual drama connected with the sattra, and, 
were intensely allured by her superb beauty. They could not control their passion, 
and, suddenly and simultaneously (13 b: samanam) discharged their fecundating 
fluid ( retail sisicatuh), which was eventually collected in a jar ( kumbhe). 

The dual of jatau and isitd (in 13 a) leaves no doubt that those two participles 
have to be connected with Mitravaruna, who have been mentioned in 10 b —• 
mitrdvarund being the only noun in dual in the present context. The phrase sattre 
ha (13 a) is interpreted variously. It is read (against the Samhitapatha and the 
Padapatha) as satra ha; and the phrase satra ha jatau (= verily, born together) is 
then understood as emphasizing the simultaneous birth of Mitra-Varuna 13 . It will, 
however, be agreed that the mention of the simultaneous birth of Mitra-Varuna 
has no relevance whatsoever to the main theme. Moreover, changing the reading 
sattre ha to satra ha would seem to be quite unwarranted. It is alternatively sug¬ 
gested that one might analyse sattre ha in the Samhitapatha as satra iha (against 
the Padapatha): Mitra-Varuna arrived (jatau = prdptau) at that place (iha) to¬ 
gether (satra). Such a reference too is hardly pertinent. On the other hand, it may 
be pointed out that, without the assumption of a sattra, it would be very difficult 
rationally to explain the simultaneous presence of Mitra-Varuna, Visve Devah, and 
UrvasI at one and the same place 14 . In the present context, the word jatau is used 
in the technical sense of diksitau (initiated). The Aitareya-Brahmana (VII. 22. 4), 
for instance, clearly states that one who gets himself initiated is, indeed, born again 
from the sacrifice: yajhdd u ha vd esa punar jay ate yo diksate. Mitra-Varuna did 
not attend that sattra as its divinities. It is also obvious that, in that sattra, they 
were initiated as officiating priests and not as sacrificer (Yajamana), for, they are 
said to have been persuaded with salutations to be present at the sattra and accept 
the priestly office. Attention may be incidentally drawn here to the character of 
Mitra-Varuna as divine priests 15 . It may also be presumed that the Maitravaruna, 
who is one of the sixteen principal priests of the later Vedic ritual, has something 
to do with the priestly character of Vedic Mitra-Varuna. For, while the names of 
most of these sixteen priests are indicative of their specific functions in the ritual, 
that of the Maitravaruna seems to have been directly derived from his divine 
prototype. 


12 The poet rouses the curiosity and sustains the interest of his audience by such 
casual but pregnant statements. 

13 The two phrases satra jatau (13 a) and samanam sisicatuh (13 b) are said to denote 
some kind of correspondence. 

14 The Sarvanukramani and the Brhaddevata, also speak of a sattra. 

15 Dumezil suggests ( L’ideologie tripartie des Indo-Europeens) that, from among the 
three functions, namely, of priests, warriors, and producers, that of the priests is re¬ 
presented in Vedic mythology by Mitra-Varuna. 
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The suggestion that Mitra-Varuna were seduced by UrvasI by means of obeisance 
([ urvasyd ] namobhih isitd) in attending the sattra is evidently unwarranted. It 
clearly militates against Urvasl’s role in this drama as indicated in 11 b (it would, 
indeed, appear from 9 d that UrvasI did not take any initiative but had to be in¬ 
duced to mother Vasistha), against the statement in 13 b (which suggests sudden¬ 
ness of action on the part of Mitra-Varuna), and also against the usual story-motif 
prevailing in similar situations in Indian legends. It would seem that, when Mitra- 
Varuna happened to have a glimpse of UrvasI, their erotic emotion was roused and 
they could not control the consequent sudden (as seems to have been implied by 
the word samanam) discharge of their semen. In order that that potent fluid should 
not be wasted or should not cause any damage by falling on the ground, it was 
made to flow into, that is, it was collected in a jar 16 . Before proceeding with the 
further details of the central theme of Vasistha’s birth, the poet tells us (13 cd) 
— almost parenthetically —■ that, out of that semen (tatah), verily (ha), arose (ud 
iydya) Mana or Agastya from the middle (madhydt) of the jar 17 , and that the seer 
born out of that very semen they call Vasistha (tato jdtam rsim dhur vasistham) ls . 
The words tatah madhydt (13 c) are also interpreted as tasya kumbhasya madhydt 
(from the middle of that kurnbha) and tatah (13 d) as tasmdt kumbhdt bahih (outside 
the kurnbha) 10 . But this is rather farfetched and also unnecessary. It is, however, 
possible to understand tatah (in 13 d) in the sense of ‘thereafter’, for, Vasistha is 
traditionally believed to have been born after Agastya and to have accordingly 
been Agastya’s younger brother 20 . 

Now to revert to the main theme (11 cd). While the fecundating fluid of Mitra- 
Varuna was being collected in the jar (13 b), a drop of it fell out. But the sacrificers 
Visve Devah, presumably apprehensive of the disaster which that drop might cause 
if it was allowed to reach the ground, promptly held it fast upon a lotus (drapsam 
skannam vi&ve devah puskare adadanta). It was of course by no means easy to tackle 
with that concentrate of virile power, but Visve Devah were enabled to do so with 
the help of the divine, magically potent spell ( daivyena brahmand) which they 
commanded 21 . And here the bard, rhetorically addressing Vasistha, says: In that 
Visve Devah held up that drop of the semen of Mitra-Varuna on a lotus, they 
actually “held you” (tvd adadanta ) 22 . It may be added that, in this context, the 
word tvd is used proleptically. 

How this was so is explained in 10 ab. This passage is exceedingly elliptical. As 
has been mentioned above, Vasistha wanted to take birth in this world in order to 
weave further the web of Yama. He now saw the most propitious opportunity to 


10 The Sarvanukramani on RV I. 166 says that it was the jar of the vasativari water. 

17 This explains why Mana, which is only another name of seer Agastya, is also known 
as Kumbhayoni. 

18 This may be regarded as another instance of the bardic device of making a preg¬ 
nant statement in a more or less casual parenthetical manner and thereby holding the 
interest of the audience. One may also note the ballad-like ring in 13 d. 

19 According to the Sarvanukramani on BF I. 166, both Agastya and Vasistha were 
born out of the semen in the jar. Sadgurusi§ya says: tatah kumbhdn mahaghatad agastya- 
vasisthdv ajdyetam. The Brhaddevata, (V. 161—152), on the other hand, states that 
Vasistha was born on the ground ( sthale) while Agastya took birth in the jar. 

20 This tradition is confirmed by 10 d and 14. 

21 brahmand daivyena is to be syntactically connected not with skannam, but with 
adadanta (from the root da, = to grasp, to hold fast). 

22 By means of this statement, the bard again rouses the curiosity of the audience. 
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do so. Moving away from, that is to say, abandoning his natural essential existence, 
Vasistha, like a flash of lightning as it were (vidyuto jyotih [iva]), entered into the 
drop of the semen of Mitra-Varuna, which had been held up on a lotus by Visve 
Devah, with a view to taking birth out of that drop. The imagery of the flash of 
lightning suggests, on the one hand, the resplendence that constituted the original 
basic form of Vasistha, and, on the other, the spontaneity with which Vasistha 
decided to avail himself of the unique opportunity for carrying out his cosmic- 
ethical mission. Approvingly, Mitra-Varuna watched Vasistha abandoning (pari sam, 
jihanam ; in the secondary sense) his natural essential form and entering into the 
drop of their semen and blessed him. When (yad in 10 b) this happened, an impor¬ 
tant phase of the great event of Vasistha’s first birth may he said to have been 
accomplished (10 c). Incidentally it may be pointed out that it is possible to inter¬ 
pret 10 a as: (When Mitra-Varuna saw you) going away from your original light¬ 
ning-splendour-) form ( vidyutah : abl.) to the mass of light ( jyotih : acc.), that is 
to say, to the drop of semen. But, as indicated above, the earlier interpretation 
would seem to be poetically more apposite. 

It was at this stage that Urvasi, the celestial nymph, intervened. She came to 
know that Vasistha, having forsaken his subtle essential form, had entered into 
the drop of the semen of Mitra-Varuna. She also realised that a female agency, in 
some form or the other, was necessary in the process of the germination of that 
seed. Presumably the poet wanted to suggest that Urvasi received some kind of 
inner reverential appeal from Vasistha himself — this might be implied by 9d: 
apsarasah upa sedur vasistlidh —• and was thereby induced to act as she did. She 
meditated upon that seed, and this eventually resulted in the birth of Vasistha 23 . 
“You, o Vasistha”, says the bard addressing him, “are, verily, the child of Mitra- 
Varuna, and, at the same time, you, o Brahman, are born from the mind of Urvasi” 
(11 ab). The appellation, Brahman, may be taken to have been used here proleptically 24 . 
The interpretation of urva&ydh in 11 b as an ablative form (“born from UrvaSI — 
from [her] mental power”) is rather odd. Similarly to suggest that urvasydh may 
be understood as an object-genitive and may be figuratively connected with manas 
in the sense of ‘passion’ (“born out of the passion [of Mitra-Varuna] for Urvasi”) 
is ingenious, but it manifestly misses the main point. The word manas in this con¬ 
text denotes the mental activity on the part of UrvaSI. She fixed her mind ( abhi- 
dliyana) on the drop of the semen of Mitra-Varuna caught up by Visve Devah on 
the lotus, thereby exercising her volition (samkalpa) that a son be born out of that 
drop. The birth of Vasistha was not the result of any normal physical activity 
-— Vasistha was not yonija —■ and this fact at once establishes the superhuman cha¬ 
racter of his birth 25 . 

“This, then”, says the poet, “was your one (first) birth (10 c) 28 . When Agastya 
took you (and introduced you) to the clan (of the Trtsus; cf. St. 6), (there occurred 


23 It would thus be clear why, in 11 cd, the holding up of the drop of the semen 
(drapsa ) on the lotus was regarded as being tantamount to the holding of Vasistha 
himself (tvd). Attention has already been drawn to the proleptic use of tva in that con¬ 
text. 

24 See the sequel. 

26 This kind of abnormal birth, particularly in respect of great personalities, is a 
common motif in the mythologies of the world. 

26 Geldner, Der Rig-Veda, Part 2, p. 213, joins the words uta ekarh vasistha syntac¬ 
tically to 10 d: “This is your (one) birth; and the (other) one, o Vasistha, (was) when . . 


your other [second] birth)” (10 d) 27 . The Padapatha reads visah with the accent 
on the second syllable. When it is so accented, the form visah has to be understood 
either as ablative singular or genitive singular. The passage is, therefore, translated 
as: “When Agastya brought you from the clan (vidah; abl.) (of gods to the clan of 
men)”. But this is unacceptable, for, there has been no indication whatsoever of 
Vasistha’s having belonged to the clan of gods. It is possible to take visah as accusa¬ 
tive plural (of course, ignoring the accent) and translate: “When Agastya brought 
you over to the Trtsu people (cf. St. 6)”. But, idiomatically, the accusative would 
not go quite well with a jabhara. Under these circumstances, one would feel inclined 
to ignore the Padapatha and read vise (dat. sing.) 28 . 

Before proceeding to elaborate the second birth of Vasistha, the bard proclaims 
(12 a), presumably with a view to reiterating the initial statement made by him 
in 9 ab, that “(Vasistha), being endowed with inner light (sapralcetah), had the full 
prior knowledge (pravidvdn) of both ( ubhayasya) (his births)”. It may be noted 
that the word sapralcetah establishes a correspondence between 12 a and 9 ab, 
which seem to echo each other. This correspondence is further confirmed by the 
near identity of 9 cd and 12 cd. However, here again we have to go against 
the Sarhhitapatha and the Padapatha and read sapralcetah instead of sa praketah 
(which latter would hardly make any sense). One cannot think of interpreting 
praketah as an adjective, for, it nowhere occurs in the Rgveda as an adjective. Nor 
would it be natural to read prakete (loc.) and translate it with “in (that is, on account 
of) his inner light”. In view of the whole context, there is hardly any doubt that 
ubhaxyasya refers to the two births and not, as sometimes suggested, to the two 
worlds, heaven and earth, or to the two peoples, divine and human. The pada 12 b 
contains some kind of impromptu statement made by the bard, but its sense is not 
at all clear. 

Mitra-Varuna and Urvasi were responsible for bringing Vasistha into this pheno¬ 
menal world. But mere biological birth was not going to help Vasistha in the ful¬ 
filment of his cosmic-ethical mission. It was at best only a necessary precondition. 
What was now needed was what may be called a social birth or a socio-ethical 
personality 29 . Agastya, the elder brother, is, therefore, said to have presented 
Vasistha to the clan of the Trtsus urging them to receive him as their Purohita 30 . 
Addressing the Trtsus, Agastya says: “Here would Vasistha come unto you, o Pratrds 
(14 d); do you receive him with honour, entertaining good will (for him)” (14 c). 
The Pratrds 31 are evidently to be identified with the Trtsus mentioned in st. 6 of 
this hymn. For one thing, both names are derived from the same root trd. Further, 
the name Pratrd would easily remind one of Pratardana who was one of the early 
kings of the Trtsu-Bharatas 32 . 

What is, however, particularly important for our present purpose is that, while 
introducing Vasistha to the Pratrds, Agastya emphasizes the special priestcraft of 


27 This pada is elliptical. 

28 Perhaps as a lesser evil! In none of these oases, however, will it be necessary to 
change the Sarhhitapatha, visa ajabhdra. 

20 In a similar context, the Manusmrti II. 147—148 uses the two significant words, 
sambhuti and jdti. 

30 Does this indicate that Agastya was originally the Purohita of the Trtsus, and that, 
while retiring, he recommended his younger brother Vasistha for that august office ? 

31 This name occurs but once in the Rgveda. 

32 Cf. Kdthaka-Sam. 21. 10; Kausitaki-Up. 3. 1. 
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Vasistha (14 ab). The pddas 14 ab are variously explained. It is suggested that 14 ab 
form a part of the narrative, while 14 cd constitute the direct address of Agastya 
to the Trtsus. In that case, bibharti (narrative present) in 14 a is connected with 
a jabhara in 10 d, and its subject is taken to be Agastya. Agastya, bearing the 
Soma-crushing stone (gravdnam bibhrat ; grdvan to be understood as the symbol of 
the Adhvaryu’s office), that is, in his capacity as the Adhvaryu, takes ( bibharti) 
Vasistha, who is a bearer of Ukthas (that is, a master of the Rgvedic ritual; Hotr) 
and a bearer of Samans (that is, a master of the Samavedic ritual; Udgatr), to the 
Trtsus, and announces before them (agre pm vadati): “Here would Vasistha . . . 
etc.”. It must, however, be pointed out that, strictly speaking, the root bhr has two 
altogether different senses in bibharti and a jabhara. There is, again, no point in 
referring to Agastya as the Adhvaryu. And, finally, the characterization of Vasistha 
as a master of both the Rgvedic and the Samavedic rituals is quite unwarranted. 
A far better sense could be derived from st. 14, if that whole stanza was regarded 
as constituting the speech of Agastya. “(This one, here)”, says Agastya to the 
Trtsus (14 ab), “supports ( bibharti) the supporter of Ukthas (the Hotr) and the 
supporter of Samans (the Udgatr), (and he also supports him who) is the supporter 
of the Soma-crushing stone (the Adhvaryu) (elliptical; [yah] gravdnam bibhrat 
[vartate tarn api bibharti]), and (he alone) may speak with authority in front of all 
of them (agre pra vadati)” 33 . It will be clear that this entire description in 14 ab 
applies aptly to the Brahman. Agastya eulogises Vasistha as the Brahman par 
excellence. The significance of the appellation brahman proleptically used with 
reference to Vasistha in 11 b may now be properly realised. The Brahman generally 
supervises and maintains in order ( bibharti) the activities of the other three principal 
priests (who are here denoted by means of the symbols of their special functions, 
namely, Uktha, Saman, and grdvan). It is again the Brahman who has the authority 
to sanction (pra vadati), as it were, the performance of the various sacrificial rites 34 . 
We often find, for instance, that, when the Adhvaryu announces that he would 
start a particular rite, the Brahman is required to acquiesce before the Adhvaryu 
actually starts that rite. Incidentally, in view of the comparative lateness of this 
hymn (to which a reference has already been made), such specification of the duties 
of the four principal priests of the Vedic ritual may not be regarded as anachronic. 
It is quite understandable that Agastya should have recommended Vasistha to the 
Pratrds in such glowing terms, for, Vasistha, though a seer of the Rgveda, has been 
traditionally recognised as a master of Atharvanic practices, and, therefore, as being 
best qualified to officiate as Brahman and Purohita 35 . 


33 Or agre (san) = being at the forefront of the ritual, as it were. 

34 It would be incorrect to interpret 14 ab as if it referred to Vasistha’s role as the 
Adhvaryu, namely, as: This, here, bearing the grdvan, that is, officiating as the Adh¬ 
varyu, supports the Hotr and the Udgatr, and, at the beginning of a rite (agre), gives 
out a call ( pra vadati-, praisa) for action on the part of the other priests. The Adhvaryu 
can hardly be regarded as ‘supporting’ the Hotr and the Udgatr. It is also not likely 
that the phrase pra vadati denotes the praisa of the Adhvaryu (alia is the word normally 
used in such contexts). Nor, again, is Vasistha known for his adhvaryava. Incidentally, 
it may be mentioned that pra vadati (“makes a sound”) is sometimes connected with 
grdvan: (yah) agre pra vadati (tarn) gravdnam bibhrat. This is manifestly farfetched. 

35 Cf. Taittiriya-Sam. III. 5. 2. 1: tato vasisthapuroliitdh prajah prajayanta tasmad 
vdsistlio brahma kdryah prai ’va jay ate. 
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Rgveda VII. 33. 9—14 

td in ninyarh hfdayasya praketaih sahdsravalsarn abhi sdrh caranti / 
yamena tatdrh paridhim vdyanto ’psardsa upa sedur vasisthah //9// 
vidyuto jyotih pari sarhjihdnarh mitravdrund yad dpasyatahi tvd / 
tat te jdnmo ’tai 'ham vasistha 'gdstyo ydt tvd visa ajabhdra //10// 
uta 'si maitrdvaruno vasistho 'rvasyd brahman mdnaso 'dhi jdtah \ 
drapsdm skannarh brdhmana daivyena visve devah puskare tvd 'dadanta //ll// 
sd praketd ubhdyasya pravidvant sahdsraddna uta va saddnah / 
yamena tatdrh paridhirh vayisydnn apsardsah pari jajhe vasisthah //12// 
sattre ha jdtdv isitd namobhih kumbhe retail sisicatuh samandm / 
tato ha mdna ud iydya mddhyat tato jdtam fsim dlmr vasistham //13// 
ukthabliftam sdmabhftarh bibharti grdvanarh bibhrat pra vadaty agre / 
iipai 'narn adlivarh sumanasydmdnd d vo gacchdti pratrdo vasisthah //14// 





















